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Introduction
The complex, changing and highly competitive context of Higher Education has created interest in the study of educational processes that take place at universities. This interest focuses especially on researcher training within doctoral programs, and in recent years, on the particular need to better understand conceptions about research. While there are numerous studies on what it means to teach and to be a university professor, there are few studies on what it means to do research and to be a researcher (Akerlind, 2008) .
In the Spanish context, most studies have dealt with assessing the level of scientific productivity of doctoral graduates, or how their productivity relates to other variables such as legislation, the discipline of study, and financing (Buela-Casal, Bermudez, Sierra, Ramiro & Castro, 2011; Musi-Lechuga, Olivas-Avila & Castro, 2011) . Despite the importance and utility of these initiatives, there are practically no studies that address research from the perspective of its protagonists, the challenges and obstacles that they experience, and their training needs (Castelló, Iñesta & Corcelles, 2013) . In the USA, Australia and Canada, however, studies that evaluate the experience of early-career researchers (ECR) during and after their doctoral program are common (Mcalpine, Jazvac-Martek & Hopwood, 2009; McAlpine & McKinnon, 2012; McAlpine, Amundsen & Turner, 2013; . There are also studies on general and specific aspects of the doctorate experience in the European context. Most notably, there are studies that address the conceptions that students develop within specific contexts (Martinsuo & Turkulainen, 2011; Mainhard, van der Rijst, van Tartwijk & Wubbels, 2009 ) and studies that analyze these conceptions from cross-cultural perspectives (Donahue, 2008; Chitez & Kruse, 2012) .
Special mention should be given to studies by Pyhältö and Lonka, where relationships are established between different key aspects of doctoral studies, such as wellbeing, commitment, insertion in the community of reference, and writing (Pyhältö, Stubb & Lonka, 2009; Stubb, Pyhältö & Lonka, 2012) . These studies show how conceptions about research constitute predictive variables with regard to completion of one's dissertation, and one's professional development as a researcher --results that are confirmed by Spanish studies (Castelló, Iñesta & Monereo, 2009; Castelló, González & Iñesta, 2010) that stress the importance of knowing and characterizing the conceptions of early-career researchers. Scholars are accusManuela Alvarez 15(3) , 598-623. ISSN: 1696 598-623. ISSN: -2095 598-623. ISSN: . 2017 tomed to proposing their own research and justifying their results, but are not accustomed to explaining what it actually means to do research (Stubb, Phylalto & Lonka, 2014) .
Interest in studying conceptions about research is fairly recent and most of the literature was published in the past decade. Akerlind (2008) identified just ten studies following Brew's pioneering work (2001) ; moreover, most of the studies focused on the conceptions of senior researchers (Meyer, Shanahan & Laugksch, 2005 , 2007 . Only in recent years have certain studies begun to consider early-career researchers (Pitcher, 2010; 2011; Stubb et al., 2014) ; their results concur in pointing to certain useful dimensions and categories for explaning conceptions about research. Namely, these conceptions are classfied along two dimensions: whether the researcher is oriented toward the individual and/or the community, or alternatively, oriented toward the process or product (Stubb et al., 2014) . Some agreement has been reached on these dimensions for establishing the nature and scope of categories of research perceptions (Akerlind, 2008; Pitcher & Akerlind, 2009 , Pitcher, 2009 Stubb et al., 2014 This questionnaire has several limitations that impede its use. First, the final version is excessively long (69 items), which may be a hindrance to conscientious completion of all
The "why" and "what for" of research in Social Sciences: early career researchers' conceptions Electronic Journal of Research in Educational Psychology, 15(3, 598-623. ISSN: 1696 -2095 . 2017 - 603 -http://dx.doi.org/10.14204/ejrep.43.16098 items until the end. Second, not all the factors and qualitative categories obtained the same empirical support. Even though all the studies reviewed emphasize the need to further explore conceptions about research in order to help students chart an adequate course through their doctoral program, our present knowledge of the motives that lead students to take on the doctoral process and persevere in the face of its challenges is still fragmentary and meager (Vekkalia, Pyhältö, & Lonka, 2013; Villardón-Gallego & Yániz, 2013) .
Objectives
The aim of the present study is to help increase this knowledge, and toward this end, the following objectives have been set: 1) to understand the conceptions held by Spanish doctoral students in the Social Sciences about what it means to do research; 2) to analyze any existing relationship between these conceptions and different academic and sociodemographic variables; and 3) to study how these different conceptions may be linked to commitment and type of interest in research, integration in the scientific community, and stress that is experienced during the process.
Method

Participants
The sample was composed of 1082 doctoral students in the Social Sciences: Psycholo- to the scientific community and stress). All scales were Likert type scales with seven response options, ranging from 1 "disagree totally" to 7 "agree completely".
The conceptions about research scale was designed based on the SCoRI (Meyer et al. 2005 (Meyer et al. , 2007 , and includes items confirmed by later research studies (Stubbs et al. 2014) , thus ensuring construct validity. Eight items were selected based on the following criteria: a) reliability (in terms of factor weight) and b) representativeness of the different categories (see Ta- ble 1). Results confirm scale reliability with a Cronbach alpha of .751. The remaining scales (see Table 2 ) were adapted from previously validated instruments (Pyhältö, Vekkaila & Keskinen, 2015; Pyhältö, Peltonen, Rautio, Haverinen, Laatikainen & Vekkaila, 2016; Castelló, McAlpine, & Pyhältö, 2017; Castelló, Pardo, SalaBubaré, & Suñe, 2017) .
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Results
Descriptive results
As shown in Table 3 , keeping in mind that the scale mid-point is 4, the most commonly shared idea with respect to research is its importance to the researcher and to others (item In short, participants valued the importance of research both for themselves and their development as well as for others. Similarly, they identified managing information as one of the most important tasks in research, and to a lesser degree, publication of articles and comparison of results. Research was not strongly associated with recognition and social influence.
In order to study whether conceptions were different as a function of certain variables, we carried out a difference-of-means analysis, and obtained the results presented below. The intention to drop out of doctoral studies made a difference in certain conceptions about research, as can be observed in Table 4 . Doctoral students who have had an intention to drop out showed less awareness that research promotes personal development, they considered to a lesser degree that research is important not only for oneself but also for others, and they had less motivation to be influential and recognized for their research. They considered to a lesser degree that research involves comparing information. Table 5 shows the significant differences in conceptions of research according to job desired. In this variable, five groups of expectations were distinguished: G1 exclusively teaching, G2 exclusively research, G3 both but primarily teaching, G4 both but primarily research, G5 no interest in pursuing an academic career. Those who have no interest in pursuing an academic career did not give as much value to research as important to oneself and to others as did those who aspire to work either in teaching and/or research. Those who wish to have exclusive dedication to research give less value to research as a pathway to being influential and recognized than do those who wish to work in both teaching and research. 
Relationship between research conceptions and other variables
General interest in a doctorate had a significant positive, low relationship to conception of research as an important pathway to recognition and personal development. With all other conceptions, its relationship was significant, positive, and very low. When specifying according to dimensions of interest in doing research (see Table 3 ), interest in contributing to the community and interest in its challenges have a positive, low correlation to the conception of research as a means for personal development, as a pathway to recognition, and as something important to oneself and to others; with all other conceptions they have a positive but very low correlation.
Interest in a doctorate that centers on improving one's job situation had a significant, very low relationship to almost all conceptions of research, except to research as managing information, with which it had no significant relationship, and with the conception of research as a path to influence and recognition, where the relationship was significant and low. Interest in pursuing a doctorate from a personal development focus was significantly related to all conceptions about research. Most of these were very low, positive relations, except conceptions related to personal development, importance for oneself and for others, and personal recognition, where the relation is low. In Table 7 we can observe the correlations between conceptions about research and the stress which is associated with researcher training, both general stress and its two dimensions, loss of interest and overload of work and responsibility. All significant correlations are very low. One might affirm that there is a minimal relationship between the two dimensions of stress and considering research to be a struggle that requires perseverance. Loss of interest is negatively associated, at a very low level, with the consideration of research as something important. The relationship between perceived support from adviser(s) and the scientific community and conceptions about research is presented in Table 8 . A significant positive, low relationship appears between perceived support from the dissertation adviser and the consideration of research as something important for oneself and for others, and a positive, very low correlation with the conception of research as a path for personal development. Perceived support from the community has significant, very low relationships with most conceptions of research, except with the idea of research as a struggle and as finishing what you start. Correlations between conceptions about research and the degree of one's commitment to doctoral research are shown in Table 9 . Commitment to doctoral research had a significant positive, low relationship to conception of research as important for oneself and for others, and a very low relationship with the conception of research as a means for personal development and recognition. By contrast, commitment to doctoral research had no significant relationship to the other conceptions that consider doing research as a means of becoming influential and recognized; as gathering, syn-
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Discussion and Conclusions
The aim of this study was to understand the conceptions about research that are held by doctoral students in Social Sciences in the context of Spain, and to analyze their relationship to certain relevant variables in researcher training. This analysis has shown that the doctoral students primarily understand research to be a process, oriented toward making a contribution to the community and to one's own personal development. It is also perceived, to a lesser degree, to be a product that contributes to the community by organizing information in coherent fashion so that it acquires meaning, and which takes the shape of published articles (Akerlind, 2008; Brew, 2001; Meyer et al. 2005; 2007; Stubbs et al. 2014) . However, the students do not make a strong connection between research and recognition or social influence Interns who are assigned to a project, and doctoral students who have children, associate doing research with personal development more than their counterparts do. These two groups, together with those who have jobs outside the university, expressed that doing research involves finishing what you start. Doctoral students who have children also considered research to be a source of recognition and influence. Today's obstacles to beginning and pursuing an academic career are an object of concern internationally, as is evident from the study by Hauss, Kaulisch and Tesch (2015) on German doctoral students wishing to pursue an academic career, or the study from Turner and McAlpine (2011) Conceptions about research also showed significant but low differences as a function of academic variables. Specifically, in relation to discipline, doctoral students in Psychology were more aware of the importance of research for oneself and for others than were students of Political and Information Sciences; a similar result was found by Stubb, Pyhältö and Lonka (2014) , where doctoral students from the behavioral sciences showed the same greater awareness when compared to students of natural science or healthcare. (de Miguel, et. al., 2004) . Those who study part time, in comparison to full-time students, emphasized the potential of research for personal development, and the need for research to involve finishing what you start. A large proportion of this group has some professional occupation outside the academic sphere, or, to a lesser degree, family responsibilities. It seems that the longer the duration of one's studies, the more explicit emphasis was given to finishing what you start.
When less value is given to research as useful for personal development, as important to oneself and to others, and as a path toward becoming influential and recognized, persistence in the doctoral process may be affected. On the other hand, those who had interrupted their studies at some point were more aware that doing research involves finishing what you start; perhaps this conception had helped them resume their studies.
In the current doctoral programs, international visits, participation in conferences, and producing published work have been incorporated as recommendations or even as requirements. Likewise, forming part of a research group throughout the whole process has become
The "why" and "what for" of research in Social Sciences: early career researchers' conceptions Electronic Journal of Research in Educational Psychology, 15(3, 598-623. ISSN: 1696 -2095 . 2017 -617 -http://dx.doi.org/10.14204/ejrep.43.16098 more and more common. The results suggest that participation in conferences and producing published work make a significant difference in beliefs about communicating results, developing knowledge and being socially recognized. This suggests that practice itself solidifies the conception, something worth considering when designing researcher training. However, the experience of a research visit abroad, and whether one's doctoral activity was pursued on an individual basis, in a team, or a combination, was not reflected as significant differences in conceptions. The fact that much importance is ascribed to these two circumstances in the international context is an indication that further research is needed. In this regard, it would be important to clarify the concept of scientific community, as well as its modalities (hybrid, structured, uni-or multi-disciplinary, etc.) and its influence on conceptions.
Limitations and prospects
This study provides valuable information about the conceptions of researchers, but its transversal approach limits this information to a single moment in researcher training. In order to understand how these conceptions evolve and affect the process of forming a researcher identity, it would be interesting to carry out a longitudinal study to observe how conceptions evolve during the different stages of the doctoral process, and their effect on formation of one's identity as a researcher.
In addition, this study contributes a useful instrument for understanding the conceptions of researchers in training, but further consolidation of reliable instruments would be beneficial in order to confirm the organization of conceptions into the dimensions --individual/community development and process/product --as identified in this study. A first step would be confirmatory analysis of the structure of this instrument. Furthermore, a qualitative study would make it possible to more fully understand doctoral students' perceptions of what it means to do research, and how they experience the significant events that are associated with those perceptions.
